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Focus group question #7
How does the way you feel about yourself affect your every day?

‘I will quite often use distractions like 
uni, work, or tv so I don’t have to 
think about my insecurities. If I do 
confront them, I’ll hide myself away, 
skip uni, and stay in bed’

‘If I’m feeling shit about what I’ve 
achieved or my appearance I often 
find it hard to work up the motivation 
to actively do things to make me feel 
better. I’ll feel sad & exhausted, and 
like I can’t fix it’
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Intro The concept of low self-esteem among young 
women is nothing new. Piles of research show 
that social constructs and norms, the media, 
and consumer capitalism play a huge role in 
the female dissatisfaction with self  
(Tiggemann 113). Young self identifying women 
all over Aotearoa New Zealand are battling 
with this issue every single day. Though 
contributions to a negative self concept differ 
from woman to woman - due to many different 
cultural, social, political and historical contexts 
- many encounter daily narratives that trigger 
self deprecating thought, and many do not 
have the tools or modes of thought to decode, 
unlearn and overcome oppressive narratives. 
As a result, a warped sense of self worth can 
manifest which may lead to cases of mental 
health issues, emotionally/physically abusive 
relationships etc. 

Aim

The aim of this project was to respond to this 
issue by designing an output that may begin 
a process of equipping young women with 
the tools, knowledge and empowerment they 
need to work through damaging narratives, 
and towards the development of more positive 
perception of self. 

Output

The designed result is Self - a design system, 
digital media platform and brand that provides 
sharable content across major social media 
platforms. Self aims to provide young New 
Zealand women with content that comes 
from an ever changing range of voices, content 
that can act as an alternative to the negative 
messages they often encounter online, 
and content that they can see themselves 
represented in and can learn from. Self has 
been constructed with both human centered 
methods and intersectional feminist theory 
at its core. Methods for research and design 
development include secondary research 
into theories, focus groups, semi-structured 
interviews, crowdsourcing, prototyping and  
user testing.

Many do not have  
the tools or modes of 
thought to decode,  
unlearn and overcome  
oppressive narratives.
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Audience The target audience for Self is a psychographic 
of young  New Zealand women that are rather 
impressionable in terms of receiving and 
responding to social discourses and narratives. 
It is likely that they would compare themselves 
to others, and to dominant depictions of 
the ‘ideal’ woman in online media. This 
psychographic also consists of individuals who 
are rather unfamiliar with feminist theory and 
therefore have little experience with identifying, 
unpacking and unlearning damaging discourse 
about gender, race, sexuality and other aspects 
that are commonly subject to systematic 
oppression. 

It is important to note that this psychographic 
includes individuals with different ethnic 
backgrounds, gender expressions, sexualities, 
class backgrounds, abilities and more. Though 
at times I may only use the words woman/
women throughout this report, they are used 
with the intention of including a diverse range 
of individuals, not only cis women. 

A demographic of young women between the 
ages of 18 -20 is also loosely applied to my 
target audience, however the psychographic 
explained above is my focus.

Inspire me
Empower me
Educate me



6

Key insights Acknowledging 
difference

Negative perceptions of self manifest differently 
for each individual as a result of cultural, social, 
political and historical contexts. There is danger 
in dismissing these differences and assuming 
that all women need to subvert oppressive 
narratives for the same reasons  
(Liang and Coleman 4).

Feminism & stigma

Many women are hesitant to engage with 
anything that may feel ‘too feminist’ for fear 
of what the label is perceived to mean. This 
insight was sparked by theorist and writer 
Roxane Gay, and was confirmed by further 
insights received from focus groups run with 
my target audience. 

Effects of social media 

Women can identify and critique toxic 
narratives in social media, but surprisingly 
are still negatively affected by them. This is 
the result of the ‘third person effect’, when an 
individual believes that they are not strongly 
influenced by the media, but that others (such 
as their peers or love interests) are. Therefore 
they are still indirectly negatively affected by 
the narratives (Mikie 193).

The inauthenticity of 
self-love movements

Many young women are skeptical of the 
authenticity of self-love movements, and feel 
that they’re not very relatable. These insights 
were provided from the series of focus group 
workshops, highlighting that some movements 
cause girls to feel guilt for not fully  
loving themselves.

Content consumption

Insights discovered from workshops and 
anecdotal conversations highlighted that the 
majority of my target audience use Instagram 
daily via a mobile phone, and that they tend to 
use a desktop/laptop to view online content 
during their down-time, such as in bed at night 
or during a study break.

Environment & user 
engagement

The location and environment of an event, 
service, platform or discussion has a huge 
potential to impact the demographic that 
engages with it. This key insight arose from 
anecdotal conversation and observation at 
an event run by Prepair NZ, an organisation 
that educates young women about self-love, 
emotional abuse and healthy relationships.

‘I don’t know much 
about it, there’s a lot of 
different views - equal  
to men vs superior,  
I’m confused, I am not  
a feminist’

Focus group question #14
What are your feelings about the feminist movement?  
Do you consider yourself a feminist?



‘I’m skeptical of people who fit all 
societal standards of beauty and 
advocate for self-love, it’s like they’re 
using it as a marketing tool’

‘It sometimes makes me feel guilty 
for not loving all of me and  
for wanting to change things  
about myself ’

Focus group question #8 
What do you think about all the self love movements  
that you see on and offline?



How might a design 
system encourage positive 
perceptions of self among 
young New Zealand women?



Design strategy

Desktop home page
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Mobile home page

Self - a platform and design system that 
aims to diversify narratives about women 
and encourage positive perceptions of self 
within its users, through the sharing of 
stories, experiences and perspectives of 
women/non-binary people throughout  
New Zealand. The platform is designed to 
be accessible and relatable to a broad 
range of targeted users with content that 
can be shared and contributed too.



Situating Self online

The insights into the influence of environment 
on user engagement informed the decision to 
create a digital media platform. By situating 
the project online users can access it from 
anywhere in the country, without being 
discouraged by a physical space/location.

Design approach

Self Instagram
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Multiple mediums

By extending the platform across a website, 
Instagram and Youtube, Self is allowing 
for users to consume content in their own 
habitual way. Though the website acts as the 
platforms hub, all content is also posted on 
the Self Instagram, allowing users to consume 
everything they need to without leaving their 
favourite app. The Self Youtube functions in  

the same way, appealing to users who are 
already avid subscribers to video content. 
Because of these extensions, the website 
was designed to feel like something special, 
something different and something worth 
returning to time and again.

Self Youtube



The brand & aesthetic

A distinctive and memorable aesthetic that 
packs a punch. The three bold colours  
are used to mark the face of the brand, while 
other colours are introduced in every feature 
and commissioned content, emphasising the 
different personality of each piece. The black is 
used consistently to both challenge traditional 
ideas on feminine aesthetic and to contrast 
the white interfaces that users typically see, 
making them feel that they’re engaging with a 
more intimate community. Lastly, the interface 
pages were designed to represent the different 
layers to each individual and the temporarily of 
contemporary feminist discussion. They  
shift and change to embody the process  
of unpacking old narratives and re-learning  
new ones.

Topic of the month

The topic of the month frames and informs 
the content that Self creates and curates each 
month. This provides the opportunity for many 
different topics to be explored in more detail 
during the course of a year, meaning that down 
the line, users will have access to a rich and 
diverse hub of content. Examples for future 
topics include: sexuality, the body, gender 
norms, the beauty in failure, etc.

11Design approach



Videos created 
by Self

Authenticity

It was important to ensure that anything 
created by Self did not feel to overproduced. 
Videos were shot in a handycam style and were 
edited with the intention of highlighting the 
interviewees personalities.
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Language

You could say that Self is a bit of a ‘wolf in 
sheep’s clothing’. Language was carefully 
chosen to ensure that Self didn’t feel like 
anything ‘too feminist’ or self-help like. This 
helps to ensure that users aren’t put off by 
the stigma they associate with the topics.  
The voice of Self articulates a celebration  
of women, voicing the intention to empower 
and create a sense of community while 
still respecting difference. It’s tone was also 
designed to ensure that information is  
digestible for users who are unfamiliar with  
its content. When appropriate, it also lets  
the content speak for itself.

About page

Design approach

Focus group question #14
What are your feelings about the feminist movement?  
Do you consider yourself a feminist?

‘I’m a feminist but I don’t 
like the association the 
word has’
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Design approach

Creating and  
curating content

Content is either crowdsourced/produced by 
Self, or is collated from different platforms 
online. The content represents a diverse 
range of users and centers around the aim of 
diversifying narratives about women. This type 
of curation enables users to see themselves 
in the content, and learn something from 
encountering the different perspectives and 
experiences of others.

Design approach
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User experience

The UX and UI of Self was designed with the 
awareness that some users may engage when 
they’re on the go during a busy day and some 
may engage during more quiet down time. 
Because of this, a save function was designed 
to allow users to save and store content that 
they’re into but want to watch or read later,  
just like they already do on Instagram and 
Youtube. The website also has a submit 
function encouraging users to contribute to 
the content of the platform. Both of these 
functions help to sustain user engagement 
and content collation, while making the 

user feel like they have autonomy over their 
content consumption. A simple comment 
thread is also included which allows users to 
ask questions, facilitating education around 
topics and content that they are unfamiliar 
with. Lastly, links can be found on every 
piece of content that can take the user to 
the Instagrams/platforms of the people or 
organisations that are featured on the site.  
This builds a network of positive content and 
helps to shape and diversify the news feeds  
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Design methods

Prototyping and  
user testing

Prototypes were made for both video content 
and the website interface. These were 
constantly tested by my peers and members of 
my target audience so that iterations could be 
made. Other content on the platform such as 
blog posts and podcast pages were also user 
tested to ensure it was relevant, engaging and 
entertaining.

Focus groups

I implemented a focus group method that 
consisted of 3-6 women between the age of 
18 and 20 in each session. They were asked a 
series of 15 questions and were told to write 
their answers privately on a post-it note. As 
well, those who were comfortable to do so 
were given the opportunity to discuss their 
answers as a group. This process provided 
the project with important insights into the 
behaviours, thoughts and feelings of the 
potential user. At the end of every workshop, 
the participants would note how ‘therapeutic’ 
and ‘calming’ they found the exercise. It was 
pleasing to know that this process provided 
benefit to both myself and the participants, 
considering my project would not be what it  
is without their time and energy. 

Semi-structured 
interviews

The method of semi-structured interviews 
was used to create video content. This process 
involved curating a list of questions and filming 
the participant answering them. Though there 
were was a set list, the questions in each 
interview varied in response to the context of 
the participant and the different discussions 
that arose naturally during the process. Each 
participant chose a location that made them 
feel comfortable, they had input into what 
music was used, as well as input into the 
editing of their discussions. It was important 
that I ensured the participants still had creative 
control over their words and their involvement 
in the project. This collaborative method also 
gave the videos the authentic feel they have.

Crowdsourcing

Crowdsourcing was used to gather written and 
featured content from young individuals who 
were willing to contribute their work to the 
project. This process took a lot of time but was 
extremely successful in illustrating how Self 
could be sustained by the contributions of a 
variety of people around the country.
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Contemporary  
feminism

A design challenge that arose was keeping 
up with contemporary feminist discourse 
and content. For example, I learnt that the 
word ‘womxn’ was being used as a more 
inclusive alternative to ‘women’, supposedly 
using the ‘x’ to include trans and non-binary 
people. After learning this I was keen to use 
this spelling throughout the project, however 
I later discovered that discussion had erupted 
on Twitter declaring ‘womxn’ an offensive 
term. One twitter user posted ‘Who exactly 
is this meant to include? Trans women call 
themselves women, non-binary people don’t 
call themselves women at all’ (The Guardian).

Language

Settling on the language to be used was a 
challenge. It was essential that the tone of 
voice for Self was approachable, digestible, 
sensitive and inclusive. Incorporating all 
inclusive language was a challenge at many 
points, mainly  because I was still having 
to educate myself on inclusive terminology 
throughout the course of the project. I 
recognise that there are still areas that 
need improvement in this regard and this is 
something I would consider if I developed the 
prototype of Self into live platform.

Prioritising components

As there were many different components to 
the project it was hard at times to know what 
to prioritise due to time constraints. I also 
acknowledge that aspects such as the UX/UI of 
the platform could have been whole projects in 
themselves. Despite all this, I am very proud of 
what I have achieved.  

My position of privilege

As a Pākehā cis woman I found it challenging 
at times to ensure that my project was not 
speaking for anyone, or reinforcing a western 
cultural dominance. The very fact that I was the 
only designer on the project is problematic in 
itself, and I acknowledge that In order to truly 
relate to a diverse range of people, a project 
needs to have a diverse range of people  
behind it.

Challenges
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Conclusion The designed outcome is the first prototype 
of a design system, brand and platform that 
can begin the process of encouraging positive 
perceptions of self among young New Zealand 
women. Being an online digital platform, it has 
the potential to reach a large and diverse range 
of New Zealanders. Though online platforms 
may lack the positives of person to person 
interaction, it’s still an effective stepping stone 
as it acts as an introduction to many new 
perspectives and narratives for the users. 
Even if Self is responsible for planting a seed 
of positive thought in one user’s head, it has 
achieved it’s aim.

This project has helped me develop as an 
emerging designer by strengthening my skills 
in collaboration and communication with 
others. Self would be nothing without the 
time and energy that others have contributed, 
highlighting to me as an emerging designer that 
collaboration is invaluable. The entire design 
process has also strengthened my skills as a 
web designer particularly in areas such UX/
UI and content curation. I have also expanded 
on my current branding skills and knowledge.
Overall, it has allowed me to improve my 
ability to design a cohesive overarching system 
through ensuring I focus on both the macro 
and micro of each project. 

This project has the potential to move into a 
space that is genderless, focusing on sharing 
content that encourages positive perceptions 
of self among individuals, regardless of gender. 
I am excited to continue the Self project 
as I believe it has immense opportunity for 
collaboration in order to produce empowering 
and educational content. Achieving this would 
mean the continuation of research and human 
centered design methodologies, ensuring 
content and the user’s experience is effective 
and respectful. 
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